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Paper 9 
OER: opening doors and breaching boundaries 
 
Christine Pegler 
 
The white paper on higher education (BIS, 2011) refers to the government’s 
social mobility strategy, Opening doors, breaking barriers (HM Government, 
2011). The expressed aspirations of the OER (open educational resources) 
community resonate with the white paper’s three central challenges: attaining 
sustainability; improving the learner experience; and taking responsibility for 
social mobility. Lee (2008), writing of the potential of OER, recalls the actions 
of the eponymous Jude the Obscure, whose anger at exclusion from university 
led him to graffiti the closed gates of ‘Biblioll College’ (Hardy, 1895). However, 
while both groups agree that change is necessary, there is little common 
ground in mapping solutions to opening doors to HE.  
The focus of the white paper is on sustaining and improving existing 
closed teaching systems to benefit current and future students, reflecting 
students’ more significant role as financial stakeholders in future HE. In place 
of the word ‘student’ (used over 450 times in the BIS document), those 
involved in OER would substitute the word ‘learner’ (used six times). Learners 
using OER may be prospective or registered students, studying in different 
institutions or within the same institution on different modules. Steve Jobs’ 
2005 Stanford commencement address revealed how he learned about 
calligraphy at Reed University. He dropped into courses, having dropped out 
as a student (Naughton, 2011). Ten years later, this informed the strong 
typographical emphasis of the first Apple computer, in turn shaping desktop 
publishing and wider computing industry practice. This offers an example of 
university ‘education’ applied effectively to business, based on learning at the 
university but not as an officially registered student. In the UK, The Open 
University (OU) radio and television broadcasts, as well as its various course 
texts, have also benefited wider audiences than the students for whom they 
were developed. Since 2006, OU teaching content made available online as 
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OER through OpenLearn has reached over eight million users (OpenLearn, 
2009); some have been learners, some have been students and some have been 
educators seeking resources to teach with or adapt (McAndrew et al, 2008).  
On a grander scale, when MIT this year celebrated ten years of offering 
OER, it estimated that it had shared resources from 2,000+ courses and 
reached 100 million people worldwide, laying down the ambition to ‘reach a 
billion minds’ by 2021 (MIT, 2011). While these statistics sound impressive, 
being able to learn online, without cost, by accessing the host institution’s 
website or webcasts is not the most exciting future attribute for OER. This is 
akin to public broadcasting by the OU from the 1960s onwards. The ‘open’ in 
OER flags the open licences that permit reuse in new contexts, often allowing 
adaptation, translation or repurposing through mashups. This openness is, 
above all, an invitation to try new approaches as well as resources, with an 
emphasis on sharing and collaboration with a broader community of fellow 
educators or learners. Who the collaborators might be and how the OER and 
their pattern of use may evolve is left ‘open’. There are increasing examples of 
educators working together, sharing and using resources and practice across 
university boundaries. The product of such collaborations will also usually be 
open to reuse.   
Over the past three years, many UK HEIs have participated in or 
contributed to the JISC/HEA-funded UK OER programme (JISC, 2011). Again, 
the statistics are impressive, with £4.7m funding made available for the pilot 
phase (JISC, 2008), which led to deposit of over 10,000 hours of OER and 
involved over 80 UK HEIs. OER release at this level lays a foundation for OER-
fuelled teaching innovation in UK HE. The early promise of reuse online, to 
support personalisation of learning and allow access to the widest range of 
educational resources, is now becoming a realistic prospect. Within the space 
of a week in autumn 2011, there were announcements of a new type of virtual 
learning environment (VLE: ‘an open architecture that allows instructors to 
import whatever material they want, from e-books to YouTube videos’) from a 
Pearson/Google partnership (Fischman, 2011), while Blackboard, an 
established VLE provider, announced that it planned to introduce a ‘share’ 
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button to allow access to content in its platform by users other than registered 
students (Young, 2011). At the same time, Stanford Engineering, with Google, 
is offering an ‘open class’ in Artificial Intelligence (AI Class.com, 2011). This is 
a whole course as OER, unlike the part-courses offered by MIT and the OU. 
The class is exposed in a way that allows non-registered students to lead their 
own learning activity with, or apart from, the registered students on this free 
course. There are Facebook groups (including in Thai and Spanish), Google 
groups and hangouts, a YouTube channel and Twitter feeds to support this 
activity (The Rohan Aurora, 2011). This trio of examples illustrates the speed of 
innovation and the spectrum of stakeholders, from publishers and top 
universities, Google and Blackboard to independent learners and registered 
students (both paying and non-paying).  
In UK HE, we can expect increasing numbers of students (those whom 
the white paper addresses) to encounter and interact with a large number of 
learners, sharing access to some of the same resources. We can also expect 
increasing numbers of non-formal learners to become formal students and 
continue to interact with other-than-enrolled students when they make this 
transition. This suggests that the estimate of over 1,600 bodies offering some 
form of UK HE (BIS, 2011: 46) massively understates the reach of higher 
education when OER activity is considered. It also suggests rather different 
public–private partnerships or sponsorships than the white paper focuses on 
and a far greater permeability of boundaries between institutions and their 
teaching.  
OER activity need not be competitive with conventional university 
teaching activity, but the ways in which this new approach can support and 
disseminate higher education collaboration has yet to be fully worked through. 
What recent activity demonstrates is that it can open doors and breach 
boundaries for learners, including registered students.  
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